Protein B61 as a new growth factor: expression of B61 and up-regulation of its receptor epithelial cell kinase during melanoma progression.
Epithelial cell kinase (ECK) is a receptor protein tyrosine kinase, the role of which in melanoma biology is unclear. Here we studied the role of ECK during melanoma progression. ECK mRNA was overexpressed in virtually all melanoma lines tested, and levels were significantly higher in cell lines from distant metastases than primary melanomas; melanocytes were negative. Gene amplification was not detected in melanomas. Levels of ECK protein corresponded well with mRNA levels. B61 or LERK-1, recently identified as an ECK ligand, stimulated the growth of ECK-expressing melanoma cell lines, its first identified biological activity. Melanoma chemotaxis and chemoinvasion were not affected by B61. Growth of normal melanocytes was not affected. mRNA for B61 was detected in both melanoma cell lines and normal melanocytes. B61 was also identified by Western blotting and ECK binding activity with the use of a BIAcore binding assay in melanoma cell-conditioned media. These results suggest that B61 is an autocrine growth factor for melanomas but not normal melanocytes.